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A. Introduction  
One of the General Plan’s primary functions is to guide the physical growth of the city by establish-
ing where land uses or types of development will physically occur, how they will interrelate to each 
other, and how they are connected to the transportation network.  The land use plan is really the first 
of many steps to create, enhance or preserve communities, neighborhoods, and the natural environ-
ment.  The land use plan is also critical to ensure that the City has the mix of uses needed to meet the 
needs of it residents, including employment, shopping, and housing opportunities, and in particular 
to ensure that the city achieves a balance of jobs and housing critical for the fiscal and environmental 
sustainability of the City.   
 
This Land Use and Development Trends Background Report is intended to provide existing condi-
tions information to aid in the creation of a land use plan, as well as the creation of goals and policies 
that will guide future private and public development.  This Report describes San Jose’s existing ur-
ban fabric, discussing the existing location of and relationship between residential neighborhoods, 
commercial areas, and centers of employment.  The Report then discusses land use and development 
trends, documenting how much residential, industrial and commercial development has occurred 
since the adoption of the San Jose 2020 General Plan in 1994.  Recent trends in housing, industrial, 
retail and mixed use development are then discussed, because these trends are valuable to understand 
when planning for the future. 
 
It is critical to understand the City’s current strategy to accommodate growth before one can begin to 
consider how to accommodate growth in the future.  Therefore, this report also discusses those areas 
within the city that are planned for new growth and intensification in the San Jose 2020 General Plan.  
These growth areas include Downtown San Jose, North San Jose, the Transit Oriented Development 
Corridors, and the City’s eight specific plan areas. For each of these growth areas, the land use policy 
framework is discussed, and then the amount of new development that has occurred since 1994, in-
dividually and collectively, is documented.  
 
 
B. Existing Land Uses 
The description of San Jose’s existing land uses is not based on a parcel by parcel inventory.  The 
Planning Division developed existing aggregate land use data for all areas within the Urban Service 
Area (USA), based on recent land use surveys conducted for portions of the city, together with zon-
ing data, General Plan land use designation data and aerial photography.  This aggregate land use is 
summarized in generalized land use categories and shown in Table 1.  The USA was used to define 
the area studied because it establishes those areas that are either urbanized or are anticipated to be 
urbanized within the timeframe of the San Jose 2020 General Plan.    
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Table 1 
Existing Land Uses within the Urban Service Area (2007) 

Land Use Category 
Land Area, Acres 

(approx) 
Percent of 

Total 
Residential    
Single-Family 29,500 33.4% 
Multi-Family 5,750 6.5% 
Two-Family 2,000 2.3% 
Mobile Home 750 0.8% 
Subtotal 38,000 43.0% 
      
Non-Residential     
Industrial 6,750 7.6% 
Commercial 4,400 5.0% 
Subtotal 11,150 12.6% 
     
Other    
Rights-of-Way 18,500 20.9% 
Parks/Open Space 7,500 8.5% 
Vacant 4,906 5.5% 
Schools 4,000 4.5% 
Government/Institutional 2,500 2.8% 
Airports 1,100 1.2% 
Mixed Use 750 0.8% 
Subtotal 39,256 44.4% 
     
Total 88,406 100.0% 
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Figure 1 displays the generalized land uses described in Table 1 showing the relationship between the 
different land uses and the relationship of these uses to the major roadways, freeways and the light 
rail system.  Also shown are the locations of the major employment areas, including Downtown, 
North San Jose and Edenvale, and their relationship to the rest of the city.  As illustrated in Figure 1, 
the land uses in San Jose, as a predominantly suburban city, tend to be segregated as is the case in 
many older urban American cities.  In San Jose, for example, the primary industrial and commercial 
uses are generally located in distinct areas.  Most neighborhoods are composed of residential uses, 
containing minimal neighborhood serving retail stores and services.  Furthermore many residential 
areas in San Jose are far from the industrial and commercial areas that provide many of the jobs for 
San Jose’s residents.  In addition to being segregated from other uses, residential uses are also often 
segregated by density, with many neighborhoods being composed entirely of single family houses or 
entirely of multi-family dwellings.  San Jose’s segregated land use pattern is typical of cities that de-
veloped primarily after the World War II, when cities began to be designed for automobile travel and 
the production of housing shifted from small home builders constructing individual homes to large 
companies mass producing similar housing products in large tract developments.   
 
The location and characteristics of each of the broad land use categories, illustrated in Figure 1, and 
presented in Table 1, are discussed in more detail in the sections below.   
 
1. Residential Uses 
Of the total of 88,500 acres in the Urban Service Area, 38,000 acres, or 42.9 percent of the total 
acres, are occupied by residential uses.  Figure 1 illustrates how much of the City of San Jose is com-
prised of residential uses.    
 
Not only do residential land uses occupy the most land in the City of San Jose, but single-family resi-
dential, as its own distinct land use category, occupies more land than the other residential and non-
residential land use categories.  Single-family uses, which include both single-family detached homes 
and attached townhouses, alone occupy approximately 29,000 acres in the city or a third of the city’s 
land area.  Put another way, 78 percent of the residential uses are single-family homes.  This data 
supports the common perception that San Jose is predominately a city of single-family homes.  While 
a greater amount of higher density development has been undertaken in recent years, multi-family 
residential development, which includes condominiums, apartment developments and other housing 
product types, occupy only 6.5 percent of the total land area of the city, and two family uses (i.e. du-
plexes) occupy only 2.3 percent of the total land area.   
 
Residential uses, and single-family uses in particular, are located throughout the city.  The only areas 
that do not have residential are those areas that are predominately industrial, such as the Monterey 
Corridor and the Edenvale Redevelopment Area.  While the North San Jose area is largely industrial,  
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it does have three areas with a combination of mobile home parks and high density residential, and it 
is planned for significantly more high density residential development.  Multi-family residential de-
velopment is generally located in and around the Downtown, along major arterial streets, and adja-
cent to light rail stations and is typically separated from single-family neighborhoods.  Much of the 
multi-family development that has been built over the last 15 years has been developed in those loca-
tions where the City’s General Plan and specific plans have encouraged higher density development.  
The amount of multi-family development that has occurred in these locations designated for new 
high density residential is discussed in more detail in Section D below. 
 
2. Commercial Uses 
The commercial land use category includes a variety of uses including retail stores and services, pro-
fessional and medical offices and services, auto sales, and entertainment uses such as movie theaters, 
restaurants, bars and nightclubs.  As shown in Table 1, commercial land uses occupy only 5 percent 
of the total land area in the city.   
 
The commercial land use category includes San Jose’s four major regional shopping centers: Valley 
Fair, Eastridge Mall, Oakridge Mall and Santana Row.  The locations of these four shopping centers 
are shown in Figure 3.  Valley Fair, Eastridge Mall and Oakridge Mall represent typical suburban 
shopping centers, each occupying between 70 and 110 acres of land, containing between 1.3 and 1.5 
million square feet of retail space, and having two or more major anchor stores, together with a col-
lection of smaller shops, stores, restaurants and other entertainment uses.  Santana Row, however, is 
a relatively unique shopping mall, not only in the region but in the nation.  Santana Row combines 
high-end retail with a variety of entertainment uses (i.e. restaurants, bars and a movie theater) and 
high density residential development in a dense urban environment modeled after cities in Europe.  
 
Much of the commercial land uses that are not in regional malls are spread throughout the city, typi-
cally located along arterials streets in strip commercial developments.  These commercial strips are 
often auto oriented with surface parking lots located between the buildings and the street.  Examples 
of arterials with strip commercial use include Winchester Avenue and Bascom Avenue. 
 
In the older parts of San Jose, the neighborhood serving commercial uses are often concentrated in 
the city’s Neighborhood Business Districts.  The city has nine Neighborhood Business Districts 
(NBD): Alum Rock Avenue, East Santa Clara Street, Japantown, Lincoln Avenue, Story Road, The 
Alameda, West San Carlos, Willow Street, and North 13th Street.  All of the NBDs are shown in Fig-
ure 2.  Most of these NBDs were developed in the early 20th century and are often pedestrian ori-
ented with buildings located close to the street and parking, if any is provided, located behind the 
buildings.  The city’s most notable NBD is Lincoln Avenue in Willow Glen.  Lincoln Avenue has  
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retained the original “main street” feel, with a variety of shops with a blend of “mom and pop” 
stores giving it a very local feel.  The Alameda is another example of a successful NBD, which has 
seen much development in recent years with mixed-use development and new and renovated store-
fronts.  The city’s NBDs represent an opportunity to provide expanded retail in close proximity to 
adjacent residential neighborhoods, thereby increasing opportunities for walking and biking for daily 
shopping trips and reducing the use of automobiles.   
 
The more suburban style and auto oriented versions of the city’s traditional Neighborhood Business 
Districts are the community centers.  As shown in Figure 3, these centers are spread throughout the 
city, having a smaller market area than the city’s four regional shopping malls.  The community cen-
ters generally occupy 20 to 30 acres and are located along major thoroughfares or at the intersections 
of two major arterials.  These centers typically contain one or more big box chain retailers as well as a 
number of smaller retailers.  Examples of such community centers include the Westgate and El 
Paseo de Saratoga shopping centers in West San Jose, as well as the recently opened San Jose Market 
Place just north of Downtown, and the Plant located at the former General Electric site at Curtner 
Avenue and Monterey Highway.   
 
Generating a significant share of the City sales tax revenue that funds city services, auto dealerships 
are an important commercial land use in the City of San Jose.  San Jose has two large concentrations 
of new auto dealerships.  The Capitol Expressway Auto Mall, located west of Highway 87, is home to 
17 auto dealers.  Stevens Creek Boulevard, west of Winchester Boulevard, and contains 13 dealer-
ships.  A third location for auto dealerships is emerging, located on the corner of Tully Road and 
Capitol Expressway, which includes two dealerships, one existing and the other currently under con-
struction.  
 
Not to be overlooked, Downtown San Jose also contains one of the more significant concentrations 
of commercial uses.  Downtown presently contains 1,068,000 square feet of retail space.1  Restau-
rants are the largest user of this retail space, followed by retail stores and nightclubs.  Much of this 
retail square footage is located on the ground floor of buildings that have commercial office uses in 
the floors above.  Downtown San Jose also contains 8.2 million square feet of office space.  This 
space is largely occupied by law firms, financial institutions, real estate firms, business services and an 
increasing number of technology companies, including Adobe Systems, which has its corporate of-
fices in downtown. 

                                                           
1 The 1,068,000 square foot figure does not include the San Jose Market Center on Coleman Avenue, south of 

Taylor Street.  The Center is located in the area defined in the General Plan as the Downtown Core.  For a description of 
the Downtown Core see Section D.1a. However, it was not included because it resides outside of the area traditionally per-
ceived as the Downtown.  The San Jose Market Center consists of 346,952 square feet of retail space. 
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3. Industrial Uses 
Within the Urban Service Area there are 6,750 acres occupied by industrial land uses.  These lands 
comprise only 7.6 percent of the total lands within the City’s Urban Service Area.  The Industrial 
land use category includes a wide variety of employment land uses, including the high technology 
industries that drive San Jose’s and Silicon Valley’s economy and contribute significantly to the global 
economy.  Among these industrial uses are research and development facilities for computer and 
communications technology, bioscience and green technology, as well as the corporate headquarters 
for technology companies.  The industrial land use category also includes traditional heavy and light 
industrial uses such as manufacturing, auto and truck repair, and warehousing and distribution.   
These traditional industrial uses not only provide important services both to San Jose’s residents and 
commercial businesses, but also provide significant services and supplies to San Jose’s driving indus-
try high technology businesses.   
 
While pockets of industrial uses are spread throughout the city, there are a number of concentrations 
of industrial uses, as shown in Figure 3.  The driving industry high technology uses are largely con-
centrated in two areas in San Jose, one in the north and one in the south.  Through General Plan 75 
and subsequently the Horizon 2000 General Plan (1984), the City designated the industrial areas in 
the south to locate jobs closer to the growing residential portions of South San Jose and to take ad-
vantage of underutilized highway capacity by facilitating reverse commutes.  The general commute 
pattern has, and continues to be, residents in the east, south and western portions of the city com-
muting to jobs located in the north.    
 
The northern area, with a concentration of driving industry high technology uses, is the portion of 
North San Jose located between Alviso to the north, Montague Expressway to the south, Coyote 
Creek to the east, and the Guadalupe River to the west.  This area is shown as North San Jose 1 and 
2 in Figure 3.  In addition the portion of North San Jose west of North First Street, between Monta-
gue Expressway, Coyote Creek and US 101, contains largely high technology related industrial uses.  
This area is shown as North San Jose 3 in Figure 3.  Together North San Jose Areas 1, 2 and 3 con-
tain some of San Jose’s major employers in the high technology industry, including Cisco, Texas In-
struments, Novellus, BEA Systems, Seimens, Sony, Hitachi, Lockheed Martin, Agilent, and eBay.   
 
The second area containing predominately driving industry uses is the Edenvale area in the south.  
The eastern portion of Edenvale is located along the east side of Highway 101, northerly of its inter-
section with Highway 85.  The western portion of the Edenvale industrial area is located to the west 
of Monterey Highway and is bisected by Highway 85.  The former IBM Cottle Road facility, founded 
in 1957 and now owned and occupied by Hitachi Global Systems Storage Corporation, is located in  
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this portion of Edenvale.  The Edenvale area is also home to the San Jose BioCenter, a world-class, 
state-of-the-art life sciences research facility and business incubator sponsored by the San Jose Rede-
velopment Agency, as well as new solar tech companies.   In addition to Hitachi, companies located 
in Edenvale include Intel, Northrup Grumman, Tyco Electronics, and Jabil Circuits. 
 
The more traditional industrial uses, including industrial services and supply businesses, building and 
construction related uses, and transportation and distribution related businesses, are largely concen-
trated in four areas.  These areas are shown in Figure 3 and are described below: 

• Monterey Corridor – Industrial uses are concentrated along Monterey Highway roughly be-
tween Keyes Street on the north, Capitol Expressway on the south, the Southern Pacific Railroad 
on the west, and Senter Road on the east.   

• Central San Jose 1 – The boundaries of this area are Interstate 280 on the south, West San Car-
los on the north, Meridian Avenue on the west, and the Southern Pacific Railroad in the east.  
Additional industrial uses are concentrated along the Stockton Avenue and Union Pacific Rail-
road corridor north from the San Jose HP Pavilion and Santa Clara Street/The Alameda to the 
Santa Clara City limit.   

• Central San Jose 2 – Industrial uses are located in an area south of the intersection of Interstate 
880 and Highway 101 and north of Taylor Street. 

• Northeast San Jose – Industrial uses are located northeast of Highway 101 along Oakland, Ber-
ryessa and Mabury Roads. 

 
In addition to those areas that have concentrations of traditional industrial land uses and those areas 
that have concentrations of high technology driving industry uses, there are also portions of North 
San Jose that have a significant amount of both.  These areas are shown in Figure 3 as North San 
Jose 4, 5 and 6 and together comprise the southern portion of the North San Jose Area. 
 
4. Other Land Uses 
Table 1 lists the acreages for a number of other land uses not discussed above, including parks and 
open space, schools, government and institutional uses, and rights-of-way.  The Parks and Open 
Space category includes City and County Parks, publicly owned open spaces, and privately owned 
recreation lands, such as private golf courses.  The City of San Jose has within its USA 7,500 acres of 
parks and open space, comprising 8.5 percent of the total land area within the USA.  Of these 7,500 
acres, the City owns and operates 1,230 acres of neighborhood and community serving parks and 
2,541 acres of citywide/regional parks.  This City owned and operated public parks land accounts for 
50 percent of all of the parks and open space lands with USA. 
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Other notable land uses include 4,000 acres (8.5 percent of total) occupied by schools and 2,500 
acres (2.8 percent of total) occupied by Government and Institutional uses.   The school category 
includes facilities ranging from elementary schools to Community Colleges and San Jose State Uni-
versity.  The Government and Institutional category includes all lands occupied by the Federal, State, 
County, and City governments as well as other public agencies such as the Valley Transportation Au-
thority (VTA).  It also includes churches and other institutional uses such as public and private hospi-
tals.   
 
Another land use category of note is public rights-of-way.  Public rights-of-way, which include public 
roadways and light rail or heavy rail corridors (i.e. Union Pacific Railroad), occupy 20.9 percent of the 
total land area within the USA.   This is a significant, but not unusual, amount of land to be used for 
public rights-of-way in a city.   
 
5. Remaining Vacant Land 
As shown in Table 1, in Fiscal Year 06/07, there were 4,906 acres of vacant land, which equates to 
5.5 percent of the total land area within the City’s Urban Service Area.   Of these 4,906 acres, 3,235 
acres, or 65.9 percent, are land designated in the San Jose 2020 General Plan for Industrial Uses, as 
shown in Table 2.  Of this, 1,414 acres, or 44 percent, are located within the North Coyote Valley 
Campus Industrial area and within the boundaries of the proposed Coyote Valley Specific Plan area.  
Three hundred and twenty five acres of this vacant North Coyote Valley Campus Industrial area have 
planning entitlements allowing 6.6 million square feet of campus industrial development.  These enti-
tlements were approved in 2001 for Cisco Systems and remained valid through the provisions of a  
 
Table 2 
Vacant Land Supply (2007) 

Land Use Type Acres Percent of Total Acres

Single-Family 626 12.8%
Multi-Family 182 3.7%Residential 

Subtotal 808 16.5%

Commercial 124 2.5%

Industrial 3,235 65.9%

Other 739 15.1%
Non-Residential 

Subtotal 4,098 83.5%
TOTAL   4,906 100.0%
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development agreement.  The remaining vacant industrial lands are concentrated in the Alviso, Eden-
vale, Evergreen, and North San Jose areas.  Trends in the vacant land inventory over the last 15 years 
are discussed in Section C.5 below.   
 
 
C. Land Use and Development Accomplishments and Trends 
This section discusses land use and development trends, documenting development in San Jose since 
the adoption of the San Jose 2020 General Plan in 1994.  A discussion is included on residential and 
non-residential land uses and mixed use development illustrating the building product types for each. 
This section goes on to discuss industrial development and the loss of employment lands. Documen-
tation is included on modifications to the Urban Service Area and Urban Growth Boundary and their 
success.  This section concludes with a discussion on vacant land trends, the absorption of vacant 
lands, and how these lands have been decreasing over the years.    
 
1. Residential Development from 1994 to 2007 
From 1994 to 2007 the City of San Jose has approved the development of an average of 3,166 hous-
ing units annually.  The City has been tracking the number of housing units and the density of 
housing in San Jose since 1980.  This section outlines how the building type and density of housing 
has changed over the years. 
 
a. Housing Unit Production  
Annual housing production in the city has fluctuated over the years due to a variety of market and 
economic forces.  The two peak construction years were 1985 with 5,431 dwelling units built and 
1998 when 4,860 units were constructed.  At the other end of the spectrum, the lowest production 
year was 1992 with 1,534 units built, followed by 2007 when 2,170 units were constructed.  Figure 4 
shows the annual total housing unit production since 1980.  A total of 44,452 units have been con-
structed since the adoption of San Jose 2020 General Plan in 1994.  Figure 5 provides the same in-
formation through illustration of a trend line for multi-family and single-family development over 
time. 
 
The proportion of single-family to multi-family dwellings constructed has shifted over the years, as 
well as the resulting density.  For the purpose of this report single-family dwellings include single- 
family detached structures and single-family attached townhouses.  Multi-family dwellings include all 
other types of attached housing, such as apartments and condominiums. Until the mid-1980s, single-
family dwellings comprised the majority of housing units built.  However, since the late 1980s, there 
has been a gradual increase in the percentage of multi-family homes in relation to the percentage of 
single-family homes built per year.  Over the last several years, approximately three-fourths of new  
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Figure 4: New Residential Construction: Dwelling Units by Type (1980-2007) 

Figure 5: New Residential Construction: Dwelling Units by Type (1992-2007) 
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residential development was multi-family.  In 2007, 79 percent of the total housing units built were 
multi-family dwellings, with single-family dwellings making up only 21 percent of the housing pro-
duction.  This trend is caused by a number of factors, including the diminishing amount of easily de-
velopable vacant land and the increasing cost of land, construction and other development costs.  As 
discussed in the next section, these factors have led to a significant increase in the density of both 
multi-family and single-family developments.   
 
b. Housing Density Trends  
As illustrated in Figure 6, San Jose has experienced a significant increase in housing density in recent 
years.  The average density of a housing unit has risen significantly from an average of 17.8 dwelling 
units per acre (DU/AC) in 1994 to 63.5 DU/AC in 2007.  The average density of residential units is 
a preferred unit of measurement to the average density of housing projects, because it more accu-
rately reflects the density trends.2  However, looking at the average density of approved housing pro-
jects, the density went from 17.1 units per acre in 1994 to 37.5 dwelling units per acre in 2007.  
   
c. Housing Product Trends 
The increase in density has brought with it changes in housing product types for both single-family 
and multi-family residential as explained in the following section.  
 
i. Single-Family  
As previously mentioned, slightly over 75 percent of existing residential development in San Jose is 
composed of single-family detached housing at a density of approximately 8 DU/AC, which is typi-
fied by subdivisions of 6,000-8,000 square foot lots.  This type of housing was predominant 
throughout San Jose’s extensive residential expansion from the 1950s to the 1980s and was typically a 
one or two story house with a two-car garage.  As easily developable vacant land began to diminish in 
the late 1980s, single-family detached units began to be developed on smaller lots.  The typical single- 
family lot shifted from 6,000 square feet to approximately 4,000 square feet, with a resulting density 
of approximately 10-12 DU/AC.  Single-family homes built in the late 1980s were still detached but 
were almost exclusively two stories. 
 
 
                                                           

2 Averaging the density for housing projects can artificially skew the density trend. For example, if one took the 
average of 5 single-family house projects each containing 5 single family homes at an average density of 8 dwelling units to 
the acre, and averaged them with a 100 unit high-rise condominium tower built at 200 DU/AC, the average density of these 
six housing projects would be 23 DU/AC. 
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In the early 1990s single-family homes were still primarily detached but lot sizes continued to de-
crease. Lots of 2,000 square feet became typical, with two-story, 2,000 square foot homes having 
three and four bedrooms.  
 
In 1993 courthome developments were introduced as a denser single-family housing product and 
remained popular for several years.  A courthome development consists of four to five single-family 
detached dwellings surrounding a parking court area. This configuration allowed the density to in-
crease from approximately 10-12 DU/AC to 14 DU/AC while still retaining the single-family de-
tached form. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6: Average Density of Approved Residential Units (1994-2007) 
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In the late nineties the garden townhouse was conceived as an attached building type that maintained 
a single-family character.  This housing product type is typically two and a half to three stories, hav-
ing the front door on a common pedestrian paseo and vehicle access from a rear alley.  Attached gar-
den townhouses are still popular today.  Densities vary widely and are continuing to increase. The 
Georgetown development shown below is built at 16 DU/AC, whereas the adjacent Cahill Park pro-
ject also shown below has a density of approximately 46.5 DU/AC.  The higher density in Cahill 
Park results from a combination of narrower units, smaller space between the structures, and the 
reduced setback of the units from the street.  
 

Typical Single-Family Houses – 8 DU/AC

Courthome Design - 14DU/AC  
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In recent years, the attached townhouse dwelling unit type became subject to increasing construction 
defect liability issues, prompting the housing industry to create the detached garden townhouse. The 
only change from the prior attached garden townhouse is the separation of units typically creating a 
total distance of 6 feet between the units.   
 

       
 
 
 
Since 2000, single-family detached townhouses remain a very popular form of single-family devel-
opment.  Detached townhouse densities can reach approximately 25DU/AC.   
 
ii. Multi-Family   
With the intensification of the city in general, and specifically the Downtown area, the number of 
multi-family units developed has grown over the years both as an absolute number and as a percent-
age of the total residential construction built annually (see Figures 1 and 2 above).  The most signifi-

Georgetown Single-Family Attached Garden 
Townhouses – 16DU/AC 

Cahill Park Single-Family Attached Garden 
Townhouses – 46.5 DU/AC 

Revenna Detached Garden Townhouse – 9.3 DU/AC
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cant new trend in multi-family residential is the many high-rise residential projects proposed, ap-
proved or under construction in the Downtown area. 
 

 
     
 
 
Prior to the 1980s multi-family residential developments were comprised of clusters of multiple unit 
buildings, typically two story, with surface parking in the form of carports or uncovered parking.  As 
densities increased as previously described, multi-family development has evolved to consist of three 
or four story structures typically built on a podium with a submerged (below ground) or semi-
submerged parking garage.  These developments include common open space areas in the form of an 
interior courtyard.  In appropriate locations, e.g., Downtown and transit corridors, such develop-
ments incorporate some ground floor retail facing the street. 
   
Over the years Downtown has been developed with mid-rise (8-17 stories) and high-rise (18+ sto-
ries) office buildings.  The city has recently experienced a new trend of mid- and high-rise residential 
buildings in the downtown area.  This type of development includes multi-story buildings over one 
or more levels of underground parking, typically with a retail component at the ground level. 
 
There are approximately 18 high-rise residential projects in various locations, of which one is com-
plete, five are under construction, and 12 are in different stages of being reviewed by the Planning 
Division.  All these projects are within the Downtown Core Area.  The projects range in size from 
105 units to 596 units, with an average of approximately 268 units. 
 

101 San Fernando in Downtown – 108 DU/AC
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One of the challenges San Jose faces with high-rise development in the Downtown area is a limit on 
the height of structures because of the flight path into San Jose Mineta International Airport located 
just northwest of Downtown.  This flight path is regulated by the Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA).  In addition to FAA regulations, an Airport Obstruction Study is in progress which may fur-
ther limit building heights in some areas.  As a result, San Jose’s Downtown skyline is limited com-
pared to that of other major cities.  The maximum building height in the downtown area varies de-
pending on the location of the building and its distance from the flight path.  The average height for 
the 18 projects mentioned above is 247 feet.  The shortest project is proposed on Delmas Avenue at 
140 feet and the tallest, currently under construction at the corner of San Fernando and Third 
Streets, is 286 feet. 
 

 
d. Neighborhood Trends 
Prior to World War II San Jose developed more traditionally and included an integrated mix of uses. 
Housing projects consisted primarily of individual single-family dwellings built one by one over an 
extended period of time.  Commercial development grew slowly in conjunction with housing accord-

Axis High-Rise Residential Tower in Down-
town – 320 Units, 225 DU/AC, 228 Feet 

Vendome Place North of Downtown –  
143 DU/AC 
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ing to local demand.  Small grocery stores and offices developed within residential neighborhoods 
and parks and schools were located in close proximity to housing.  This mix of uses created complete 
communities with easy pedestrian access from one area to another. 

 
Post World War II San Jose’s population grew at an increasingly fast rate from 95,280 residents in 
1950 to nearly 460,000 residents in 1970.  In order to accommodate this growth the City annexed 
large areas of land, expanding the city’s geographic area significantly.  Single-family homes were now 
being built in large tract home subdivisions.  Additionally, as discussed in the beginning of this re-
port, land uses in the city were often segregated with industrial and commercial uses built in distinct 
areas and residential neighborhoods composed entirely of residential uses with little or no neighbor-
hood serving uses.  A consequence of large developments being built by one developer is that often 
residential uses are also segregated by density with many neighborhoods composed entirely of single-
family houses or entirely of multi-family dwellings.  

 
With the adoption of the Urban Development Policy in 1970, the City established the Urban Service 
Area concept, which halted the outward expansion of the city and facilitated infill development 
within existing neighborhoods.  This created opportunities to strengthen existing neighborhoods 
with new neighborhood serving uses such as grocery stores and offices, beginning a trend towards 
creating complete communities.  

 
Building on this trend the City has developed a policy framework to create more complete communi-
ties, through the development of specific plans in strategic planned growth areas.  As discussed in 
section D.4 of this report, in the early 1990s the City initiated the development of specific plans to 
facilitate the development of high quality residential neighborhoods that included an integrated mix 
of housing densities and product types, and also uses such as parks, schools and neighborhood serv-
ing retail, that help create a livable and vibrant neighborhood.  

 
Whereas this policy framework is aimed at achieving more livable neighborhoods, implementation of 
this policy has been a challenge with the development of specific projects.  Developers often prefer 
to develop gated communities that close off pedestrian and vehicular access through the project.  
Single-family developments most often create cul-de-sacs of public or private streets and multi-family 
developments create enclosed paseos and open space usable to the future residents only.  Often resi-
dents adjacent to a new development will also prefer new developments to be disconnected from 
their existing neighborhood.  As San Jose moves into the future the City will need to address these 
issues to achieve livable, vibrant and walkable communities.  
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2. Non-Residential Development from 1994 to 2007 
This section discusses commercial and industrial development activity from 1994-2007 and then 
documents industrial development trends over the same period.  In addition, this section discusses 
the recent trends in employment land conversion to other land uses.  While commercial and indus-
trial land uses and development are often described separately in this report, together they comprise 
all employment lands.   
 
a. Non- Residential Construction  
As shown in Figure 7, the annual rates of retail and industrial development have fluctuated dramati-
cally since 1994.  In 1994/95 1,000,000 square feet of commercial development was built.  This 
number gradually rose reaching a peak of 3,750,000 square feet in 2000/01 and then dropped dra-
matically to a low of 500,000 square feet in 2002/03.  This dramatic rise and fall is attributed to what 
came to be known as the “dot-com bubble” of the late 1990s and early 2000s, followed by the “dot-
com bust” in late 2001 and after. 
 
Industrial development reached a peak of 4,250,000 square feet built in 1997/98, followed by a drop 
to 1,500,000 square feet in 1999/00.  A pattern similar to commercial saw a peak of 3,000,000 square 
feet built in 2000/01, with a dramatic decrease to 250,000 square feet in 2001/02. 
 
b. Industrial Development Trends 
Figure 7 depicts the significant fluctuations in the industrial development trends since the adoption 
of the San Jose 2020 General Plan.  As noted, this follows the well documented economic “boom” 
and “bust” cycles over the last decade.  A slow recovery from the 2002/03 “bottom” is still in pro-
gress.  During this period, changes in the overall nature of industrial development, particularly high 
technology driving industries, have taken place and are continuing to evolve today.  

  
Much study has been made of the shifting development characteristics of driving industries. Key 
trends identified include the following:   

• Most industries will use both buildings and land more intensively in the future. 
• There is a movement away from campus style one and two story development to more 

compact four to six story developments. 
• Office spaces are becoming smaller and are being reduced from an average of 300 square 

feet per person to as low as 100-125 square feet per person. 
 

Adobe’s headquarters in the downtown area represents a building type that can accommodate some 
high-tech uses in a high-rise format within an urban context.  The North San Jose Vision Policy  
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Figure 7: Non-Residential Construction
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described later in this report establishes significant new development and employment goals for the 
area consistent with the direction described above.  

 
Important conclusions have also been reached regarding the business support industries that occupy 
the city’s light and heavy industrial lands including:  

• All sectors of San Jose’s economy are dependant on traditional business support industries 
to support their operation. 

• Light and heavy industrial uses cannot be intensified due to the horizontal nature of the ac-
tivities and outdoor storage requirements.  

• Business support uses have the lowest vacancy rates of all types of industrial lands and are 
essential for the continued viability of the driving industries in San Jose and Silicon Valley. 
 

c. Loss of Employment Lands   
A key component of the City’s Economic Development Strategy is the preservation of the city's in-
ventory of employment lands, defined as non-residentially designated lands supporting private sector 
employment.  Both commercially and industrially-designated lands are included.  However, the ma-
jority of converted employment land has come from the Industrial Park, Light and Heavy and Com-
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bined Industrial-Commercial General Plan designations.  Employment lands not only generate jobs 
for residents but also tax revenues to pay for services for residents.  Employment lands comprise 
approximately 14 percent of the city's total land supply, yet they generate approximately 60 percent 
of the City's total revenues.  The continued structural imbalance between General Fund revenues and 
expenditures requires the City to maximize revenue from employment lands. 

 
Since the 1990s and through the present, conversion of employment land to non-employment uses 
has resulted in continued net loss of the city's employment land inventory.  Figure 8 shows the de-
cline in the supply of employment lands between 1990 and 2007.  Since 1990, San Jose has converted 
approximately 1,400 acres, equal to 9 percent of all employment lands, to other uses through General 
Plan amendments.  The conversion rate from 1990 to 2000 was approximately 69 acres annually and 
nearly doubled to approximately 120 acres per year between 2001 and 2006.  The consequences of 
this trend include: 

• Loss of jobs and job capacities 
• Loss of tax base and revenue for City services 
• Restrictions for adjacent industrial companies limited by incompatible residential develop-

ment 
• Loss of potential large-scale commercial retail opportunities 
 

d. Evolution of Employment Lands Policies 
In April 2004, the City Council approved the Framework, as a Guideline, to Evaluate the Proposed Conver-
sions of Employment Lands to Other Uses (2004 Framework) to address the cumulative loss of employ-
ment lands, and in particular, land designated for industrial uses (industrial lands including both driv-
ing industries and traditional industries) through incremental conversions resulting from General 
Plan amendments. As described above, industrial conversions continued, and in the years slightly 
before and since adoption of the 2004 Framework, the City lost approximately 120 acres of industrial 
land per year through conversion to other uses. 
 
In October 2007 the City Council adopted the Framework for the Preservation of Employment 
Lands that incorporates policies to discourage the conversion of industrial and commercial employ-
ment lands to non-employment uses.  The revised policy maintains the flexibility to consider special 
or unique proposals with clear benefit to the City towards the achievement of overall City goals for 
economic development including retail opportunities and other strategies for increasing revenue to 
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the City's General Fund.3  The specific measures for the preservation of employment lands are the 
following: 

• Maintain no net loss of light or heavy industrial acreage 
• Discourage conversion to non-employment uses in key employment areas 
• Intensify to retain job capacity on sites currently designated for industrial park or 

combined industrial/commercial 
• Maintain employment lands for non-residential uses 
• Retain citywide job capacity 
• Discourage new residential development on sites converted from industrial to com-

mercial land use designations 
 

                                                           
3 Further information regarding Employment Lands conversion is available on the Planning website 
at http://www.sanjoseca.gov/planning/gp/special_study.asp. 
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3. Mixed-Use Development Trends  
San Jose has experienced an evolution in mixed-use development over the years.  Mixed-use projects 
are defined as developments with non-residential uses such as commercial retail or offices on the 
ground floor and residential units above.  Between 1994 and 2005 a total of 18 mixed-use projects 
have been constructed in San Jose.  However, in 2006 a total of seven mixed-use projects were con-
structed or construction was begun, and in 2007 four projects were completed or begun.    

 
The City is increasingly encouraging mixed-use development as part of its smart growth strategy.  
Encouraging residential units above commercial space brings services and stores closer to residents, 
resulting in a more efficient use of land and providing opportunities for residents to walk or bike to 
meet some of their daily shopping needs.  Mixed-use development is also encouraged because it fa-
cilitates the creation of community spaces where neighbors can casually interact, thereby strengthen-
ing a neighborhood’s sense of community.  High density residential and mixed-use developments are 
especially encouraged along transit corridors, thereby encouraging the use of public transit as a means 
of transportation.  
 
Both the development community and the City have become more familiar with mixed-use devel-
opment in recent years.  In the early 1990s mixed-use development was a very unique product in San 
Jose.  Developers were unfamiliar with mixed-use design, the finance industry was leery of financial 
risks, and the City was unprepared to review and approve mixed-use projects.  When the City began 
to develop specific plans (such as the Jackson Taylor Specific Plan and the Midtown Specific Plan), it 
included policies to encourage mixed-use development.  However, early projects had mixed success 
due in part to lack of successful integration of the residential and commercial design requirements. 
   

       
 

 
Avalon at Cahill Park Apartments – Density 63.5 DU/AC
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For example, retail requires a minimum unit depth and height and adequate visibility to be successful, 
and signage should be an integral part of the design. 

 
A recent mixed-use success story is the Avalon at Cahill Park Apartment, located on The Alameda 
between Bush Street and Wilson Avenue.  This project incorporated the retail component as an inte-
gral part of the design.  Both the appearance and functionally of the commercial spaces were taken 
into account.  Additionally, the project’s location in an existing, but increasingly vibrant, Neighbor-
hood Business District contributed to the project’s success.  
 
As a result of the increasing familiarity and experience with developing, financing and approving 
mixed-use development, the residential and commercial components of recent mixed-use project are 
far more integrated, facilitating a higher rate of success for the project as a whole.  
 
4. Modifications to the Urban Service Area and Urban Growth Boundary  
The City of San Jose has maintained a policy of containing urban sprawl for many years.  As men-
tioned above, the City enacted an Urban Service Area Boundary (USA) in 1970.  The Horizon 2000 
General Plan (1984) then included the Greenline Major Strategy which defined the ultimate perimeter 
of urbanization.  In 1996, the City further strengthened the Greenline Major Strategy, now called 
Greenline/Urban Growth Boundary Major Strategy, by delineating a Greenline/Urban Growth 
Boundary (UGB) on the General Plan Land Use Transportation diagram.  This Boundary now de-
fines the maximum limit of urban development and urban services intended in the life of the San 
Jose 2020 General Plan.  The UGB also clearly indicates that lands outside of the Boundary should 
remain rural in character.  By focusing both public and private investment and development within 
the planned urban area, the San Jose 2020 General Plan’s Greenline/Urban Growth Boundary Major 
Strategy supports the General Plan’s other Major Strategies, including the Growth Management, 
Downtown Revitalization, Urban Conservation/Preservation and Sustainability Major Strategies.   
 
Since adoption of the UGB in the fall of 1996, the UGB and the USA, which are generally cotermi-
nous, were expanded by a total of only 38.5 acres.   In roughly the same the period (Fiscal Years 
97/98 to 06/07) 36,395 new housing units were built within the USA, as well as 16.5 million square 
feet of commercial development and 13.4 million square feet of industrial development.  The signifi-
cant development accomplishments, occurring within a virtually unchanged urban boundary, clearly 
document the success of the City’s Smart Growth Management Strategies to focus on fiscally effi-
cient infill development and preserving the open space, habitat and recreational values of the lands 
outside of the UGB. 
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5. Vacant Land Trends  
The City of San Jose has become increasingly more developed over time, resulting, not surprisingly, 
in a steady reduction in the supply of vacant land.  As shown in Table 3 the total supply of vacant 
land in the City of San Jose’s USA has dropped from 9,839 acres in Fiscal Year 94/95, the year the 
San Jose 2020 General Plan was adopted, to 4,544 acres in Fiscal Year 06/07.   This is a 53.8 percent 
drop in the vacant land supply.   As shown in Table 3 and Figure 9, the vacant land designated by the 
General Plan for residential uses has developed at a faster rate than the lands designated for com-
mercial and industrial land uses.  On average, 330 acres of vacant residentially-designated land were 
absorbed (i.e., developed) annually between Fiscal Year 94/95 and Fiscal Year 06/07.  In contrast, 27 
acres of commercially-designated land and 116 acres of industrially-designated land were absorbed, 
on average, each year between Fiscal Year 94/95 and Fiscal Year 06/07.   The more rapid absorption 
rate for vacant residential land, relative to industrial lands, reflects San Jose’s historical role as the 
“bedroom” or major supplier of new housing for Santa Clara County.  San Jose has consistently con-
tained slightly over half of the households in Santa Clara County, while only having approximately 
one third of the County’s jobs. 
 
Figure 9 charts the absorption rates of vacant industrial, commercial and residential lands over time, 
providing a relative sense of how much and what type of vacant land was developed during a given 
Fiscal Year.  In Figure 9, one can observe both the booms and busts in the local economy.  During 
the economic boom of the late 1990’s, the absorption of vacant residential and industrial lands rose 
significantly, with the residential absorption rate spiking in Fiscal Year 97/98, the highest level be-
tween Fiscal Years 80/81 and 06/07.  Not surprisingly, the vacant land absorption rate dropped dur-
ing the recessionary period that began in 2001, the most significant drop occurring with industrial 
lands.  In Fiscal Years 02/03, 03/04 and 04/05 the absorption rate for industrial lands fell to 4, 57 
and 18 acres respectively.  This is a considerable drop from the annual average absorption of 116 
acres though the 13 year period between fiscal years 94/95 and 06/07.  As shown in Table 3, the ab-
sorption of vacant commercial lands followed a similar, yet not as drastic, decline.  The vacant resi-
dential lands absorption rate also dropped below the 13 year annual average of 330 acres to approxi-
mately 194 acres annually between Fiscal Years 01/02 and 04/05.  However, given that the housing 
market remained strong during the millennium recessionary period, it is likely that the drop was due 
at least in part to the shrinking supply of vacant lands designated for residential uses.   
 
As a result of the relatively high absorption rate over the 13 year period between Fiscal Years 94/95 
and 06/07, there were only 808 acres of vacant residential lands remaining in Fiscal Year 06/07.   
This small quantity of vacant land means that most new residential development will occur through 
the redevelopment of properties that are already developed; eight hundred and eight acres of vacant 
residential land can only accommodate a small portion of the new residential development needed to 



CITY OF SAN JOSE
ENVISION SAN JOSE 2040

EXISTING LAND USE AND DEVELOPMENT TRENDS

Table 3
Vacant Land Absorption/Supply, FY 80/81 to FY 06/07*

 Absorption Supply
Supply % of 

USA Absorption Supply Supply % of USA Absorption Supply Supply % of USA 
94/95 209                      4,554                  5.15% 32                         415                       0.47% 128                      4,500                    5.09% 9,839                  
95/96 394                      4,160                  4.70% 34                         381                       0.43% 137                      4,364                    4.93% 9,470                  
96/97 451                      3,709                  4.19% 61                         319                       0.36% 124                      4,239                    4.79% 8,905                  
97/98 630                      3,079                  3.48% 30                         289                       0.33% 264                      3,976                    4.49% 8,268                  
98/99 534                      2,545                  2.88% 28                         261                       0.30% 236                      3,740                    4.23% 7,344                  
99/00 444                      2,101                  2.37% 31                         230                       0.26% 103                      3,637                    4.11% 6,546                  
00/01 234                      1,867                  2.11% 28                         203                       0.23% 199                      3,438                    3.88% 5,969                  
01/02 180                      1,687                  1.91% 33                         170                       0.19% 53                        3,385                    3.83% 5,508                  
02/03 203                      1,484                  1.68% 11                         159                       0.18% 4                          3,381                    3.82% 5,242                  
03/04 265                      1,220                  1.38% 7                           152                       0.17% 57                        3,325                    3.76% 5,024                  
04/05 130                      1,090                  1.23% 5                           147                       0.17% 18                        3,307                    3.74% 4,696                  
05/06 N/A* N/A* N/A* N/A* N/A* N/A* N/A* N/A* N/A* N/A*
06/07* 282                      808                    0.91% 23                         124                       0.14% 72                        3,235                    3.66% 4,544                  

Total) 3,956                  323                       1,393                   
Annual Average 330                     27                       116                     10,194              

Total USA Area (2007) 88,500
*Note: data for FY 05/06 were not available. Thus, FY 06/07 absorption figures reflect a two-year timeframe.

Fiscal Year
Residential Commercial Industrial

Total 
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house the 413, 0000 new residents projected, by the Bay Area Association of Governments, to reside 
in San Jose by 2035.    
 
The remaining supply of commercially designated vacant land is also small.   Therefore much of the 
new commercial development will also occur through redevelopment.   The one category that still 
has a relatively large amount of vacant land is the industrial land category.   As discussed above, and 
as shown in Table 3, there were 3,235 acres of vacant industrially designated lands in Fiscal Year 
06/07.   Therefore much new industrial development could occur on vacant land.   However, rede-
velopment of existing developed industrial properties, particularly in North San Jose, can also be ex-
pected given that there is more demand for industrial properties in some locations than others. 
 

Figure 9: Acres of Vacant Land Developed
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D. Strategic Areas for Land Use Intensification 
The location of where residential, commercial and industrial growth has occurred in the City of San 
Jose has not been haphazard and has not occurred solely because of market forces.  Beginning in the 
1970’s, with the establishment of an Urban Development Policy and followed by the adoption of 
General Plan 75, the City decided to reverse the post World War II trend of sprawling outward.  
New urban growth would now be contained within an Urban Service Area boundary and focused 
within or adjacent to existing developed areas.  Over subsequent years the City refined its policy 
framework to guide the location and character of growth.  Much, but not all, of this policy refine-
ment occurred as part of Horizon 2000 General Plan and then the San Jose 2020 General Plan.  For 
a comprehensive documentation of the evolution of the City’s Planning Policy refer to the Appendix.   
 
The present land use policy framework in San Jose 2020 General Plan clearly establishes strategic 
areas that are planned for higher density infill development.  These areas include the Downtown, 
North San Jose, the Transit Oriented Development Corridors, and the specific plan areas.  Together 
these planned growth areas have accommodated 79 percent of all of the residential development that 
has occurred in the City since 1994; a total of 36,865 units were built in these areas relative to 44,452 
units citywide.  With a few exceptions, these planned growth areas are along major transit facilities 
including Caltrain, existing and planned light rail lines, and the planned BART line. This growth 
strategy supports transit ridership while also increasing access to new development and contributing 
less to traffic congestion on city and the region’s roadway and freeway network.  In addition, many of 
these growth areas are also within older urban areas, thereby reinforcing and enhancing the existing 
urban fabric and vitality.  All of these planned growth areas are shown in Figure 10 and discussed in 
detail below.    
 
1. Downtown 
The sections below discuss the City of San Jose’s land use policy framework that has guided growth 
in the Downtown.  Also discussed is the amount and type of development that has occurred since 
adoption of the San Jose 2020 General Plan in 1994 and as a result of this policy framework.   
 
a. Downtown Policy Framework 
The Downtown, being the historical center of the city and a hub of the transit and roadway network, 
has been planned for higher density development since the adoption of San Jose’s first zoning ordi-
nance in 1929.  The San Jose 2020 General Plan, which includes Downtown Revitalization as one of 
is seven major strategies, envisions downtown as a dynamic city center where people work, live, shop 
and play.  San Jose General Plan 2020, together with the Downtown Strategy Plan, provides a blue-
print which has guided, and continues to guide, the renaissance of Downtown San Jose.    
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The Downtown is divided into two areas, the Downtown Core and the Downtown Frame Area, 
both of which are shown in Figure 11.  The Downtown Core area is roughly bounded by North and 
South 4th Street on the East, Coleman Avenue and Julian on the north, Stockton Avenue and the 
Union Pacific Railroad on the west, and Interstate 280 on the south.  The Core extends to 7th Street 
to encompass City Hall and the blocks to the north of East Santa Clara Street.  The Downtown Core 
is a primary employment center in the region and is the area that has, and is planned for, the highest 
density development in the City of San Jose.  The General Plan does not set upward limits on the 
density of development in most of the Core area.  The density of development in much of the Core 
is restricted by building height limits established by the Federal Aviation Administration to protect 
the flight path of the Norman Mineta International Airport.   
 
The Downtown Frame Area is roughly the area that surrounds the Downtown Core to the North, 
East and South.  The Downtown Frame Area consists mainly of close-in neighborhoods that have 
much lower density development than the Core Area.  While the Frame Area is not planned for the 
density of development that is planned for the Core Area, it does contain a number of areas planned 
for high density residential uses to support the vitality of the Core Area.   
 
b. Downtown Development Since 1994 
With the adoption of the San Jose 2020 General Plan (1994), Downtown San Jose continued to ex-
perience a renaissance that began in the 1980’s when significant new public and private investment 
occurred with projects like the light rail system and the Transit Mall, the Fairmont Hotel, the Knight 
Ridder Building, as well as the Children’s Discovery Museum, the San Jose Arena and the San Jose 
McEnery Convention Center.  Between 1994 and 2007 Downtown was transformed into an even 
more vibrant urban center and now has activity that is reminiscent of San Jose’s downtown in the 
first half of the 20th Century.  The public and cultural facilities that have been built since 1994 include 
the San Jose Repertory Theater, the Tech Museum of Innovation, the Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
Library, and the new City Hall complex.  In addition to these public investments, a significant 
amount of private development has also occurred, as shown in Table 4.  In the period between 1994 
and 2007, over 2.68 million feet of commercial space was built in the Downtown Core.  In addition, 
2.25 million square feet of commercial space was also approved and is pending construction.  The 
commercial development that was built includes the Adobe Systems Headquarters on Almaden 
Boulevard and the Opus Center, a new office tower at the corner of Almaden Boulevard and West 
Santa Clara Street.  Pending construction includes an expansion of the Adobe Headquarters and the 
Plaza at Almaden (Boston Properties) project, which is approved for 860,000 square feet of commer-
cial space in three office towers along Almaden Boulevard.   
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A more recent downtown trend is the development of high density housing in the Downtown.   
Prior to 1994 there was little new residential development and only a few existing residences in the 
Core area.  However, in the timeframe after the adoption of the San Jose 2020 General Plan, a total 
of 2,958 residential units have been constructed or are currently under construction in the Down-
town Core.  Eight hundred and fifty nine more units are approved and pending construction.  Most 
of the new residential projects have been four to five story condominium and apartment projects.  
Three examples of this scale of residential development can be found at the intersection of San Fer-
nando Street and South 3rd Street, where the Paseo Plaza II condominium project, the 101 San Fer-
nando apartment project, and the 33 South Third Apartments were built.  At the other corner of this 
same intersection is an example of the most recent trend in Downtown residential development-- 
high-rise condominium towers.  The 88 Condos project is a 22 story condominium tower, currently 
under construction, that also includes 68,000 square feet of ground floor retail space.  As previously, 
discussed in C.1c, there are four additional high-rise residential projects under construction in the 
Downtown with applications for 12 more projects under various stages of review by the City.   
 
An equally impressive number of housing units have been developed or approved in the Downtown 
Frame area.  Since 1994, a total of 2,822 residential units have been constructed or are under con-
struction, with an additional 496 units approved and pending construction.  The new residential de-
velopment in the Downtown Frame area is often lower density than that built in the Downtown 
Core because these projects were built within or adjacent to lower density neighborhoods.  Many of 
the projects built within the Frame area are also located within the Jackson Taylor Residential Strat-
egy discussed in Section D.4 below. 
 
 
Table 4 
Downtown Development Activity since 1994 
Project Status Residential (Units) Commercial (sq.ft) Industrial (sq.ft.) 
Built/Under Construction 5,780 2,717,920 0 
Approved 1,355 2,303,700 5,000 
Total 7,135 5,021,620 5,000 

 
2. North San Jose 
The sections below discuss the City of San Jose’s land use policy framework that has guided growth 
in North San Jose.  The amount and type of development that has occurred since adoption of the 
San Jose 2020 General Plan in 1994, and as a result of this policy framework, will also be discussed.   
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a. North San Jose Policy Framework 
Portions of North San Jose have been planned for industrial and industrial park uses since General 
Plan 75, with the Horizon 2000 General Plan then designating a larger portion of North San Jose for 
industrial park uses.  As discussed above, North San Jose is now home to many of the city’s high-
tech companies and is a very important employment center for the city.   Development of North San 
Jose today is guided by the North San Jose Area Development Policy, which was updated in 2005.   
The North San Jose Policy area consists of 4,987 acres located south of State Route 237, east of the 
Guadalupe River and generally north and west of Interstate 880, but also including land along both 
sides of Murphy Avenue as far east as Lundy Avenue.   The North San Jose Policy area is shown in 
Figure 10. 
 
The updated North San José Area Development Policy guides the on-going growth and development 
of the North San José area as an important employment center for San José.  This Development Pol-
icy provides more flexibility than the previous development policy and provides additional capacity 
for 27 million square feet of research and development and office space, beyond what is currently 
developed or was entitled as of December 2006 when the updated Policy went into effect.  Of the 27 
million square feet of new space, sixteen million square feet of new research and development and 
office space are planned to be concentrated in a 600 acre Urban Corporate Center core area along 
the North First Street light rail corridor, between Brokaw Road and Montague Expressway.  The 
concentration of employment along North First Street, as well as the planned pedestrian friendly en-
vironment, is intended to encourage the use of the light rail system. 
 
To reduce the amount and length of automobile trips, the updated North San Jose Development 
Policy also provides greater opportunities for employees to live close to where they work by allowing 
up to 32,000 new high density residential units in North San Jose.  The policy allows for the creation 
of these residential units by permitting the conversion of specific sites from industrial uses to high-
density residential uses, based upon specific criteria which will ensure that residential uses will be 
compatible with industrial activity.   
 
b. North San Jose Development since 1994 
Under the direction of the former North San Jose Development Policy, a significant amount of new 
development occurred, primarily through the development of vacant properties.  Much of this devel-
opment was office and industrial park projects that were built to house the city’s driving industry 
technology companies.  As shown in Table 5, almost 8.7 million square feet of driving industry office 
and industrial space has been built since 1994.  Most of this development occurred prior to the 
downturn in the economy in 2001.  Projects built include the Cisco, Altera and Novellus campuses.   
By the end of 2003, applications again began to be submitted and approved for driving industry tech-
nology uses.  Between 2003 and 2007 the City has approved approximately 5.76 million square feet 
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of additional office and industrial space, space that is still pending construction.  Recently approved 
projects include an expansion of the eBay campus as well the Campus@North First project, a 2.8 
million square foot development including significant new office space, a retail commercial center, 
and hotel. 
 
A significant amount of new residential development has also occurred in North San Jose.  Since 
1994, a total of 5,151 new residential units have been built.  An additional 6,079 units have been ap-
proved over the last four years.4  The largest of these residential developments is North Park which 
consists of 3,996 apartment units built on North First Street near the Tasman and River Oaks light 
rails stations.   
 
 
Table 5 
North San Jose Development Activity, since 1994 
 
Project Status 

Residential 
(Units) 

Commercial 
(sq.ft) 

 
Industrial (sq.ft.) 

Built/Under Construction 5,151 2,708,800 8,683,000 
Approved 6,079 420,000 5,951,000 
Total 11,230 3,128,800 14,634,000 

 
 
3. Transit-Oriented Development Corridors 
This section discusses the City of San Jose’s land use policy framework to facilitate Transit-Oriented 
Development.  The section following then discusses the amount of transit-oriented development that 
has occurred in the designated Transit-Oriented Development (TOD) Corridors.  
 
a. Transit-Oriented Development Corridor Policy Framework 
Transit Oriented Development Corridors are designated in the San Jose 2020 General Plan as areas 
along existing or planned rapid transit facilities, such as light rail or rapid bus lines, that are generally 
suitable for high density residential development and high intensity commercial and industrial devel-
opment.  The San Jose 2020 General Plan focuses high density development within transit corridors 
because transit and high density/intensity development are mutually supportive, with the develop-
ment providing transit riders and the transit system providing improved access to the development.  
TOD Corridors include lands within 500 feet of the right-of-way of an existing or planned major 
                                                           

4 The total built and approved residential unit numbers include residential units built or approved in the Rincon 
South Specific Plan area because this Specific Plan is contained within the North San Jose Development Policy area.  The 
Rincon South Specific Plan is discussed in Section D.4 below.   
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transit facility or within 2,000 feet of an existing or planned light rail station.  Many, but not all, of the 
TOD Corridors are located along the light rail system.  A few of the corridors, such as the Stevens 
Creek Boulevard/West San Carlos Street and Alum Rock/East Santa Clara Street corridors, have 
frequent bus service and are planned in the near future, or ultimately, for rapid bus service.    
 
The San Jose 2020 General Plan includes the following Transit Oriented Development Corridors, 
which are also shown in Figure 10:  

♦ Guadalupe Corridor – This is a 20 mile light rail corridor extending from Tasman Drive in 
North San Jose along North First Street, Highway 87, and then Highway 85 to the Edenvale 
industrial area. 

♦ Stevens Creek Boulevard/West San Carlos Street Corridor – This corridor extends 
along Stevens Creek Boulevard/West San Carlos Street from just west of Interstate 280 to 
Bird Avenue. 

♦ East Santa Clara Street/Alum Rock Avenue Corridor – This corridor extends along East 
Santa Clara Street and Alum Rock Avenue between Downtown San Jose and White Road 
along the VTA’s planned rapid bus line.   

♦ Winchester Boulevard Corridor – The Winchester corridor extends south along Winches-
ter Boulevard from Stevens Creek Boulevard to Hamilton Avenue.   

♦ Capitol Avenue/Expressway Corridor – Located along an existing portion and planned 
extension of light rail line, this corridor extends along Capitol Avenue/Expressway from In-
terstate 680 in the north to Highway 101 in the south. 

♦ Vasona Light Rail Corridor – This corridor is centered around the Southwest Expressway 
and the existing Vasona light rail line between West San Carlos Street and Bascom Avenue.   

 
In addition to the above Transit Oriented Development Corridors, the San Jose 2020 General Plan 
also designates BART Station Area Nodes.  The three Station Area Nodes include the Berryessa Sta-
tion Node at the Berryessa Flea Market site, the East Santa Clara/28th Street Station Area Node in 
the Five Wounds/East Santa Clara Street area, and the Downtown Station Area Node that comprise 
all of the stations planned in the Downtown Core and Frame Area.  These Nodes are intended to 
direct transit-oriented and pedestrian friendly land use development in close proximity to a BART 
station.  The Downtown Station Area Node largely overlaps with the Downtown Strategy Plan Area 
and the Guadalupe Transit Corridor that predates the establishment of the BART Station Area 
Nodes.  Therefore the land within this Node has been planned for and developed with high density 
pedestrian oriented land uses for many years prior the establishment of BART Station Area Nodes.   
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The Berryessa and the East Santa Clara/28th Street Station Areas, however, include significant 
amount of land that is not within a TOD Corridor or other planned growth areas. 
 
b. Transit Oriented Development since 1994 
Of the four categories of growth areas discussed in this section, the Transit Oriented Development 
Corridors has seen the greatest amount of residential development.  Since the adoption of the San 
Jose 2020 General Plan, a total of 26,026 new housing units have been constructed with an additional 
14,651 units approved and pending construction.  This equates to 40,651 new units built or approved 
since 1994.  In proportion to citywide housing production, almost 59 percent the 44,452 units built in 
the city since 1994 were built in Transit Oriented Development Corridors.  When discussing total 
housing production in the TOD Corridors, it must be noted that the TOD Corridors overlap with 
Downtown, large portions of North San Jose, and a number of specific plan areas, as shown in Fig-
ure 10.  Therefore a significant proportion of the total TOD housing units built and approved are 
also included in the Downtown, North San Jose, and specific plan housing production and approval 
totals in this report.   
 
With one exception, the above total number of housing units built or approved in the TOD Corri-
dors also includes the housing built and approved within the BART Station Area Nodes.   The one 
exception is the Berryessa Station Area Node, which is located roughly three fourths of a mile from a 
TOD corridor.  Within the Berryessa Station Area, the City has recently approved a total of 4,105 
new housing units.  Of these, a total of 2,818 units are located on the Berryessa Flea Market property.  
A total of 365,622 square feet of industrial/commercial uses is also approved as part of this project. 
 
4. Specific Plan Areas 
The sections below discuss the land use policy framework for the City of San Jose’s specific plans 
and then discuses the amount of development that has occurred in each of the City’s eight specific 
plan areas.   
 
a. Specific Plan Policy Framework 
In the early 1990’s the City initiated the development of specific plans to facilitate the development 
of high quality residential neighborhoods that included not only an integrated mix of housing densi-
ties and product types, but also included other uses such as parks, schools and neighborhood serving 
retail that help create livable and vibrant neighborhoods.  The specific plan process provides detailed 
long-range planning for a geographic area and a framework for the development of an area in accor-
dance with specific use, design, phasing and financing provisions tailored to the circumstances of a 
given area.  Two of the specific plans, Evergreen and Communications Hill, planned new communi-
ties on land that was largely undeveloped.  However, the majority of the specific plans developed a 
blueprint to encourage the redevelopment of older industrial areas with high density, mixed use 
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neighborhoods.  These include the Jackson Taylor Residential Strategy and the Midtown, Tamien and 
Martha Gardens Specific Plans.  The Rincon South Specific Plan developed a plan for both high den-
sity residential and high intensity commercial uses along the North First Street light rail corridor be-
tween Interstate 880 and Highway 101.  All of these specific plan areas are shown in Figure 10.   
 
b. Development in Specific Plan Areas 
The City’s eight specific plans were developed primarily between 1991 and 2003, with Evergreen be-
ing the first approved in 1991 and Martha Gardens being the most recent in 2003.  Given the varying 
age of the plans, as well as each plan’s unique development opportunities and constraints, the specific 
plans are in different stages of implementation.  For example, the Evergreen Specific Plan, which 
envisioned a primarily single family neighborhood and a village commercial center built on a rela-
tively small number of former orchard properties, is almost built-out and completed.  The more re-
cent Martha Gardens Specific Plan, in contrast, still has a way to go to achieve the community’s 
neighborhood vision, which includes an artist themed mix use village, an eight acre park, a vibrant 
neighborhood business district along Keyes Street, and a significant amount of high density housing.  
While a number of high density housing projects have been built or approved in the Martha Gardens 
planning area, just south of Downtown and Interstate 280, a number of the Plan objectives have not 
been achieved.  In part this is because the Plan was only approved a little over four years ago, but 
also because much of the new development envisioned will require the redevelopment or reuse of 
existing properties, many of which contain older industrial buildings, often with historic significance, 
and occupied by successful businesses.   
 
The Jackson-Taylor Residential Strategy area, abutting Japantown, is an example of a specific plan 
area that, while not completely built-out, has experienced a significant amount of new high density 
residential development.  Since the Plan was approved in 1992, a total of 1,341 new housing units 
have been built, largely on former cannery and other industrial properties, and 5.2 acres of new park 
land have been developed.  The Midtown Specific Plan, while farther from completion than Jackson- 
Taylor, has similarly resulted in the development of a large number of new high density housing units 
east of the Cahill/Diridon Train Station.  Also largely through the redevelopment of industrial prop-
erties, a total of 1,791 residential units and 6.4 acres of parkland have been developed since the Plan 
was approved in 1992. 
 
Table 6 shows the total number of housing units, park acres, as well as the square footage of indus-
trial and commercial development, that has occurred in each specific plan area.  Since this table 
documents the implementation of the specific plans from the date each was approved and not im-
plementation since approval of the San Jose General Plan 2020, the development tracking in Table 6 
does not start in 1994.  In addition to tracking development activity in each of the plan areas, the 
Table also documents how  



CITY OF SAN JOSE

ENVISION SAN JOSE 2040

EXISTING LAND USE AND DEVELOPMENT TRENDS

Table 6

SPECIFIC PLAN DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITY THROUGH 2007

Specific Planning Area Residential (Units) Commercial (s.f) Industrial (s.f.) City Parks (acres)

Alviso --

Built 93                              95,000                      376,000                   8.0                          

Approved -                            88,000 5,114,000 0.0

Total Built or Approved 93                              183,000 5,490,000 8.0

Evergreen -                          

Built 2,909                         168,000                    -                          72.1                        

Approved 28                              0 -                          -                          

Total Built or Approved 2,937                         168,000 -                          72.1

Communication Hill 

Built 1,590                         0 -                          1.8

Approved (1) 794                            18,000 -                          2.0

Total Built or Approved 2,384                         18,000 -                          3.8

Jackson-Taylor

Built 1,031                         21,900                      -                          5.2

Approved 364                            12,000                      -                          0.0

Total Built or Approved 1,395                         33,900                      -                          5.2

Martha Gardens

Built 599                            0 -                          0.7

Approved 295                            5,505                       -                          0.0

Total Built or Approved 894                            5,505                       -                          0.7

Midtown

Built 1,600                         134,000                    -                          6.4

Approved (1) 191                            2,500                       -                          3.1

Total Built or Approved 1,791                         136,500                    -                          6.4

Rincon South

Built 614                            601,800                    -                          1.3

Approved 602                            632,000                    -                          0.0

Total Built or Approved 1,216                         1,233,800                 -                          1.3

Tamien

Built 716                            0 -                          1.2

Approved 119                            8,000 -                          0.0

Total Built or Approved 835                            8,000 -                          1.2

TOTAL BUILT  9,152                         1,020,700                 376,000                   96.7

TOTAL APPROVED 2,393                         766,005                    5,114,000                 5.1                          

TOTAL BUILT OR APPROVED 11,545                       1,786,705                 5,490,000                101.8                       

Notes:

1) Park land in the "Approved" category consitutes park land that has been purchased or acquired by the City.

40
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much planned development capacity remains for those plan areas that identified capacities.  As 
shown in Table 6, a total of 11,545 housing units and 97 acres of City owned and maintained parks 
space have been built or approved in the eight specific plans.  To get a relative sense of how many 
units have been built or approved in the specific plan areas relative to the City as a whole, between 
1990 and 2007, a total of 54,714 hosing units were built in the City of San Jose.  In comparison, a 
total of 9,152 housing units were built in all of the specific plan areas in same period.  Proportionally, 
close to 17 percent of the total housing production in the City between 1990 and 2007 occurred in 
the specific plan areas.  While this proportion may not be as high as one might think, it should to be 
noted that several of the specific plans were approved in the mid-1990s or later. 
  
 
E. Regional Policy Context 
As we begin the discussion of future land use planning, leading to the development of alternative 
growth scenarios, it is important to understand the regional policy context affecting the City’s land 
use and transportation planning and, particularly, the direction of the Envision San Jose 2040 Gen-
eral Plan.  The following is a brief description of the key agencies and their primary responsibilities 
and programs.  These agencies include the Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG), the Met-
ropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC), the Bay Area Air Quality Management District 
(BAAQMD), and the Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB).  Agencies within Santa 
Clara County that have jurisdiction and affect the City’s land use and transportation planning include 
the Valley Transportation Authority (VTA) and the Santa Clara Valley Water District.   
 
1. Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG)   
ABAG is the official comprehensive planning agency for the San Francisco Bay region.  ABAG's 
mission is to strengthen cooperation and coordination among local governments by addressing so-
cial, environmental, and economic issues that transcend local borders.  As the state-designated clear-
inghouse for reviewing state and federal projects, ABAG coordinates local proposals with state, re-
gional, and local plans, and manages specific planning programs.  ABAG also works with a variety of 
agencies and institutions to advance regional environmental management objectives. 
 
2. Metropolitan Transportation Commission (MTC) 
MTC, the transportation planning, coordinating and financing agency for the nine-county San Fran-
cisco Bay Area, is responsible for regularly updating the Regional Transportation Plan, a comprehen-
sive blueprint for the development of mass transit, highway, airport, seaport, railroad, bicycle and 
pedestrian facilities.  Transportation 2030 charts a new course for the agency, particularly with regard 
to promoting “smart growth” development patterns.  MTC has also played a major role in building 
regional consensus on where and when to expand the Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) system and 
other major transit systems. 
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MTC’s Regional Transportation Expansion Program, Resolution 3434, identifies specific bus, rail and 
ferry projects as priority for transit expansion, and includes a Transit-Oriented Development com-
panion policy with the following three key elements: 1) minimum required levels of residential devel-
opment around transit stations, 2) funding assistance for station area planning efforts, and 3) working 
groups of key stakeholders to help develop station area plans to meet MTC's station area develop-
ment thresholds.  This policy is especially important to San Jose as it applies to the future funding of 
the BART extension to San Jose.  The planning for high density residential within the BART Station 
Area Nodes is directly linked to this policy. San Jose, Santa Clara and the VTA are nearing comple-
tion of a station area master plan surrounding the future Santa Clara BART station, to be located 
adjacent to the Santa Clara CalTrain station and San Jose-Mineta International Airport.  
 
3. Bay Area Air Quality Management District (BAAQMD)  
BAAQMD prepares and updates plans to achieve clean air to protect the public's health and the en-
vironment.  The District’s major goals are: 1) Attain and maintain air quality standards, 2) Increase 
public awareness of positive air quality choices, and 3) Develop and implement protocol and policies 
for environmental justice.  

4. Joint Policy Committee - FOCUS Program  
ABAG, MTC, BAAQMD, together with the Bay Conservation and Development Commission 
(BCDC), have formed a Joint Policy Committee to encourage focused growth throughout the San 
Francisco Bay Area region through a voluntary, incentive-based program called FOCUS, short for 
Focusing Our Vision.  The program supports a future development pattern that is compact and con-
nected, and provides an opportunity for local governments and regional agencies to work together to 
create complete, livable communities.  These communities will, in turn, help achieve a more efficient, 
equitable and environmentally sustainable region.  In particular, the program encourages planned 
new housing in areas near transit, offering transportation choices for all residents while helping to 
reduce traffic, protect the environment, and enhance existing neighborhoods.  The two key concepts 
of the FOCUS program are Priority Development Areas (PDA’s) and Priority Conservation Areas 
(PCA’s).  PDA’s are infill development opportunities within existing communities that can provide 
opportunities for creation of additional housing choices in locations easily accessible to transit, jobs, 
shopping and services.  PCA’s are regionally significant open spaces for which there exists a broad 
consensus for long-term protection.  They are near-term conservation opportunities in the Bay Area 
for purchase or conservation easement.  The program emphasizes the linkage between preserving 
open space while promoting continued housing and economic growth in the region.  The develop-
ment of PCA’s is still in progress. 
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 To achieve the region’s housing objectives in a way that works for both new and existing resi-
dents, and ensures complete livable communities, the Joint Policy Committee regional agencies 
are developing a program of technical assistance, planning grants and capital funding for local 
governments undertaking PDA development.  In addition, the State is considering aligning 
funding from housing and resource bonds to regional priorities, potentially including the FO-
CUS Program.  San Jose continues to take a leadership role in addressing the priorities es-
poused by the FOCUS program.  San Jose received approval by the FOCUS Joint Policy 
Committee of a PDA incorporating several of the City’s specific plans and Special Strategy Ar-
eas, including the City’s Development Policy Areas, Transit-Oriented Development Corridors, 
BART Station Area Nodes, the Downtown Core and the Downtown Frame, and Strong 
Neighborhood Initiative areas. Figure 12 is a map of the San Jose PDA.   The areas included 
will direct transit-oriented vertical mixed use development and redevelopment in proximity to 
and within the City’s urban center, consistent with long-standing General Plan policy.   

 
5. Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) 
The RWQCB is responsible for all aspects of regional oversight and regulation of water quality for 
the San Francisco Bay region.  The primary programs implemented by the Board affecting future 
planning for San Jose include:  

• National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) - A federal permit program under 
the Clean Water Act that requires that any discharge of wastewaters into natural water bodies 
need a permit.  In particular, the City’s Water Pollution Control Plant (WPCP), which dis-
charges approximately 120 million gallons per day (MGD) of treated, fresh water  into South-
ern San Francisco Bay and recycles approximately 10 (MGD) for reuse within the community 
is regulated by such a permit.  Future growth will affect the operation of the WPCP, which will 
need to have adequate treatment capacity.  A WPCP expansion master plan is currently in 
preparation.   

• Stormwater Pollution Requirements - Stormwater is now the major source of pollutants to wa-
ter bodies in the Bay Area.  To deal with this the RWQCB issues NPDES permits that require 
implementation of certain Best Management Practices (or BMP’s) to control the pollutants in 
stormwater.  Such BMP’s include a range of activities from public education (e.g. storm drain 
stenciling), to street sweeping, monitoring, local commercial/industrial inspections, and new 
development construction and permanent run-off control and treatment measures. 

6. Santa Clara Valley Water District (SCVWD) 
SCVWD is the primary water resources agency for Santa Clara County.  The District is responsible 
for water supply, flood protection and the stewardship of streams and creeks, underground aquifers, 
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 and reservoirs. As the County's water wholesaler, the Water District makes sure there is enough 
clean, safe water for homes and businesses.  As the agency responsible for local flood protection, the 
Water District works to protect Santa Clara Valley residents and businesses from the effects of flood-
ing.  Stream stewardship responsibilities include creek restoration and wildlife habitat projects and 
pollution prevention efforts.  All of these topics will be addressed in the development of the updated 
Envision San Jose 2040 General Plan. 
 
7. Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority (VTA) 
VTA is responsible for the Santa Clara County’s regional transportation system, including prepara-
tion of the Valley Transportation Plan (VTP), the County’s long-range transportation facilities fund-
ing plan, that includes many important transportation projects integral to the transportation compo-
nent of the General Plan.  The VTP 2020 Plan includes a goal of integrating transportation and land 
use to provide transportation investments and services that support the maintenance and creation of 
vibrant urban communities and to protect Santa Clara County’s natural resources.   
 
 
 


